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On Dec. 5, in a significant step toward initiating peace talks, the Colombian government agreed
to begin direct meetings with the Coordinadora Nacional Guerrillera Simon Bolivar (CNG) an
umbrella group of the major rebel forces in the country. Meanwhile, the legislature made its own
effort at pacification by calling for disbanding right-wing paramilitary groups, to whom human
rights monitors attribute the worst human rights violations in the country. However, at the same
time that the law was passed calling for abolishing such groups, President Ernesto Samper's
administration gave the green light to form armed "rural vigilance cooperatives."
According to a Bogota radio station, Colombia's peace commissioner, Carlos Holmes Trujillo, told
a senate peace commission on Dec. 5 that the government will soon initiate direct contact with
the CNG, which is made up of the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC), the
Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN), and a dissident faction of the demobilized Ejercito Popular
de Liberacion (EPL). According to Trujillo, the decision to move forward with peace talks was
made possible by the positive response of all three guerrilla groups to a proposal made on Nov.
17 by President Samper that called for direct dialogue with the CNG and for the reinsertion of
the guerrillas into the country's civilian life. On Nov. 22, for example, the ELN publicly accepted
Samper's proposal. That was followed on Nov. 25 by a FARC proposal that called for a bilateral
cease-fire, to be followed by preliminary talks that would center on human rights, social justice, and
national sovereignty. FARC also requested that the first meeting between the government and the
guerrillas be held in Colombia rather than outside the country. On Nov. 26, Samper called FARC's
communique "a sure step toward building peace," while the Dec. 1 official government response
called the FARC proposal "very constructive."
The government tentatively agreed to the suggestion that talks be held in Colombia and pledged
to provide guerrilla participants with necessary security. Moreover, on Dec. 8 at a conference of
the nation's governors, Samper said peace and security will be his administration's priorities for
the next four years. In addition, he stressed that efforts to end the war should include citizens'
groups and regional officials from around the country. For instance, Samper called on the nation's
governors to work with grass roots organizations to promote local initiatives for the guerrillas'
eventual reincorporation into civilian life, and not leave everything to the central government. Still,
notwithstanding the government's commitment to end the war through peaceful means, Samper
warned that his administration will not let down its guard. In addition, Samper has asked human
rights organizations to condemn the FARC for an attack in November on a police convoy, which took
13 lives, including two students.
Defense Minister Fernando Botero said the Colombian government is willing to "humanize the
conflict" in the country, but that the guerrillas as well must respect human rights. Meanwhile, the
government is also pressuring Colombia's right-wing paramilitary groups widely considered a
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major source of violence in the country that fans the flames of guerrilla war to disarm, although
critics charge that the government's policy toward those groups is contradictory and confusing.
Paramilitary groups first sprang up during the 1980s, sometimes in the guise of "self-defense"
groups responding to guerrilla extortion and blackmail against landowners and cattle ranchers in
the Middle Magdalena Valley. They soon proliferated and often turned into death squads, usually
allied with the military and at times with the drug cartels. According to military intelligence reports,
132 groups now operate in the country and many human rights observers consider the paramilitary
groups the worst perpetrators of human rights violations in the conflict. In mid-November the
Colombian legislature passed a law outlawing the groups.
In response, on Nov. 25, at a national cattle-ranchers' meeting in Cartagena, a letter was made
public from paramilitary groups operating in Cordoba and Uraba to Interior Minister Horacio Serpa,
asking the government for help in disbanding. The letter was signed by Fidel Castano, known as
"Rambo," the head of the area's paramilitary groups. Castano complained that the military had
originally created the groups, and now wants to get rid of them, although they have "a common
enemy the guerrillas." Thus, Castano reasons that if the government gives special assistance to
guerrillas to reintegrate into civilian life, it should afford the same help to the paramilitary groups
set up by the police and military. Nevertheless, even if the existing groups are disbanded, they may
only be replaced by new paramilitary organizations that are already forming in rural areas.
On Dec. 13, Minister of Defense Botero announced that the government will allow cattle ranchers to
set up a new structure of armed "rural vigilance" groups (Asociaciones Comunitarias de Vigilancia
Rural, CONVIVIR). According to Botero, the CONVIVIR network will be aimed at "combating
crime" in the countryside. "This is a new group, which will operate under the strict supervision of
the State," Botero said, adding that only people who have no previous felony convictions will be
allowed to carry arms, which, if necessary, could be automatic weapons. Local ranchers insist that
guerrillas and common delinquents extort, kidnap, and often kill farmers and ranchers, who must
fend for themselves because of the absence of soldiers or police officers in rural areas.
"The violence and insecurity in rural areas is very concerning and reason enough for the national
government to initiate an integral strategy to confront this phenomenon," read a government
statement justifying the decision to push forward with CONVIVIR. The plan to arm more civilians,
however, has been severely criticized by some lawmakers as well as human rights groups, which
claim there is little distinction between the notorious anti-communist paramilitary groups and
the new CONVIVIR network. "What difference can there be between cooperatives of armed
cattle ranchers and the self-defense groups?" asked the vice president of the Catholic Bishops'
Conference, Alberto Giraldo.
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